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The Guatemalan government and the rebel Guatemalan National Revolutionary Union (Unidad
Revolucionaria Nacional Guatemalteca, URNG) are preparing two new rounds of negotiations for
late May and early June. At the upcoming talks, the two sides will discuss the issues of refugee
repatriation and the creation of a "truth commission" to investigate human rights abuses committed
during the war.
Meanwhile, a United Nations fact-finding team visited Guatemala in early May to lay the
groundwork for a permanent "verification commission" that will monitor compliance with a human
rights accord signed by both sides in March. Negotiations between the Guatemalan government and
the URNG, which began in March 1990, have followed a rocky and frustrating path. But in January
1994, after almost a year- long derailment, talks finally reopened in Mexico, where representatives
from the government and the URNG signed a new agenda for talks and a skeletal accord on human
rights.
In the January accords, the two sides agreed to place human rights at the top of the agenda, even
though that issue has traditionally been a major stumbling block in peace negotiations. In addition,
both sides agreed to review the issues of refugee repatriation; land ownership; constitutional
reforms; economic, social and ethnic issues; rebel demobilization; reincorporation of ex-combatants
into civilian life; and the formation of a truth commission.
The January agreements paved the way for the first round of formal negotiations in March, where
both sides signed ground-breaking accords on human rights, as well as a timetable to continue
discussing the remaining points on the agenda. Among other things, the human rights accord
called on the United Nations to establish an on-site "verification commission" to directly monitor
compliance with all agreements contained in the human rights pact. Eventually, the UN will be
responsible for overseeing compliance with all the final peace accords,
The next item on the agenda is the repatriation of some 45,000 Guatemalan refugees who fled
to Mexico to escape the conflict in the early 1980's. According to the Office of the U.N. High
Commissioner for Refugees, some 13,000 Guatemalans did return to Guatemala sporadically, and
generally in small groups, over the past seven years. Now, however, the government and the URNG
will discuss plans for the massive repatriation of all the remaining refugees in Mexico. According to
the March timetable, the two sides planned to discuss the repatriation issue in early May, but talks
were postponed to allow time for a newly-formed Civil Sector Assembly (Asamblea de la Sociedad
Civil, ASC) to first give its input.
The ASC, established under the accords signed in January, creates a framework through which
most of the country's civic groups can discuss all the points on the negotiating agenda parallel
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to the direct government-rebel talks. The Assembly conclusions are then incorporated into the
direct government-rebel negotiations, so that all accords reached at the bargaining table reflect
national consensus. The ASC took longer than anticipated to begin its deliberations, in part because
the Assembly mediator, Bishop Rodolfo Quezada, had to await Catholic Church authorization to
mediate in the forum. In early May, however, the Assembly finally began meeting, paving the way
for the government and URNG to set their next round of talks for May 21-24. At that meeting, the
two sides will review proposals on refugee repatriation, including any conclusions reached by the
ASC.
A third round of negotiations is now also set to begin on May 31 in Oslo, Norway, where the two
sides will discuss creation of a "truth commission." The commission, which will investigate human
rights violations committed during the 34-year armed conflict, was originally included in the March
human rights accord. But at the eleventh hour the two negotiating teams agreed to exclude that
point from the accord to discuss it in greater detail at a later date. The commission, originally
proposed by the URNG in 1991, has been a constant point of contention that continuously snagged
progress in the peace talks. The rebels insist that the commission is "essential" to expose the truth
about the atrocities committed during the war, but Guatemalan military leaders remain bitterly
opposed.
Guatemalan Defense Minister Gen. Mario Enriquez says that a truth commission would simply
represent an "instrument of vengeance" that in effect would undermine national reconciliation.
Still, he says the army would accept the commission's formation if included in the final peace
accords, although he insists that all the actors in the conflict must be investigated, not just the army.
Apparently, the civilian government agrees with the army. On May 8, Guatemalan President Ramiro
de Leon Carpio openly declared his opposition to the formation of a truth commission, arguing that
it would only reopen wounds inflicted by the war and thus obstruct reconciliation.
Like the Defense Minister, De Leon insisted that the commission should investigate the guerrilla
atrocities committed during the war, not just abuses committed by the army. But he warned that
since the army is a professional, government institution, any future truth commission would
naturally be stacked against the military, since extensive internal documents are on file in the
defense ministry over all army affairs dating back more than thirty years, but no such internal
documentation exists for the guerrillas.
Meanwhile, a UN fact-finding team headed by Argentine Leonardo Franco visited Guatemala
in early May for a round of meetings with government, military, and human rights leaders. The
UN team was in the country to lay the groundwork for the future UN verification commission,
assessing the financial and technical requirements and assuring that enough political space exists
in the country for the commission to carry out its work. The commission, which will begin with
a year-long mandate, will verify compliance with the commitments made in the human rights
accord. According to the terms under which the UN hopes to organize the commission, its members
should be allowed to move freely about the country, with permission to enter any military base or
guerrilla camp without prior notice. Until recently, the establishment of such a commission had
been staunchly opposed by Guatemalan military leaders. Nevertheless, observers say that the army
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backed down on this issue to gain negotiating leverage on other issues, such as the effort to strike
the truth commission from the human rights accord.
Franco was tight-lipped about the results of his visit, revealing only that the team will recommend
that UN Secretary General Butros Butros Ghali immediately authorize creation of the commission,
paving the way for its establishment inside Guatemala as soon as possible. Franco did say that
the members of his team were very encouraged, since they found "a general consensus regarding
human rights among many sectors of Guatemalan society." In effect, most of the people interviewed
by the team said the global human rights accord signed in March represented "an unprecedented
and encouraging step forward in the peace process."

-- End --
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